Augustine, along with some of his disciples and fellow Africans, consistently has "diiudicatio spirituum." 21 
PATRISTIC COMMENTARIES ON FIRST CORINTHIANS
Commentaries in the proper sense, and continuous sets of homilies on 1 Corinthians, begin to appear in the fourth century. While they do not contain an abundance of material on 1 Cor 12:10, they do show several ways in which Paul's phrase was understood outside the circles of monastic spirituality.
Greek commentaries are dominated by the tradition of Antioch. The oldest extant commentary on 1 Corinthians is the series of forty-four homilies by John Chrysostom (344/54-407) which he delivered while a presbyter at Antioch. In the twenty-ninth homily, 22 on 1 Corinthians 12, Chrysostom begins by stating that the chapter is obscure; but the obscurity, he says, is due to the fact that he and his hearers are ignorant of what once took place (in Corinth) and now no longer does-a historical approach which is typical of Antiochene exegesis. Chrysostom twice discusses the phrase "discernment of spirits." In the first place, he explains that Corinth was, in Paul's time, heavily addicted to Greek customs, so that soothsayers abounded. For this reason Corinthian Christians received discernment of spirits, "so as to discern and know who is speaking by a clean spirit and who by an unclean." 23 In the second place, Chrysostom writes: "What is 'discernings of spirits'? It is knowing who is a spiritual man [pneumatikos] and who is not; who is a prophet and who a deceiver," 24 and explains that Paid wanted prophecy to be respected (referring to 1 Thess 5:20-21), but that false prophets abounded at that time. For Chrysostom, therefore, discernment of spirits was a gift whereby a Christian could identify the kind of spirit that spoke through a man (soothsayer, prophet or deceiver-i.e., false prophet) and also distinguish Latina, suppl. 8; Freiburg: Herder, 1974) 149. "Separatio spirituum" was also the reading adopted by P. Sabatier for his reconstruction of the "uetus itala"; see his Bibliorum sacrorum latinae uersiones antiquae seu Vetus Itala 3 (Rheims, 1743) 702. 21 different kinds of persons, those who are spiritual from those who are not. Theodoret of Cyrrhus (ca. 393-ca. 458), who, like Chrysostom, was trained in Antioch, has a similar explanation. He wrote: "Since at that time there were seers who deceived men, to some was given this grace by the divine Spirit, so as to discern those who were possessed by a hostile spirit." 25 Like Chrysostom, Theodoret asks what discernment of spirits meant, or could have meant, for Corinthian Christians of Paul's time. He associates soothsaying with demons and interprets discernment of spirits as a gift which enables the recipient to recognize these spirits. There is no effort to distinguish between the person and the spirit which speaks through him.
After Chrysostom and Theodoret, Greek commentators (at least through the eleventh century) simply repeat or rephrase these two.
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The Latin commentators took a different turn. There are three commentaries extant from the late fourth or early fifth centuries. One is an anonymous commentary on the letters of St. Paul and on Hebrews which was only recently published. It was probably written between 396 and 405 in Aquileia. When he comes to 1 Corinthians 12, the author is principally interested in its Trinitarian implications. Concerning "separatio spirituum," as his text reads, he says: "in order that he may understand whether a spirit is from God or from the devil."
27 Pelagius (better known as Augustine's opponent than as an exegete), who wrote his commentary before 410, has: "in order that one may understand with what sort of spirit someone comes or speaks."
28 Since neither states who is meant by "he" or "one," they are not particularly illuminating.
The case is different with the Ambrosiaster, the unknown author of a commentary on the thirteen Pauline letters which, until the sixteenth century, was considered to be the work of St. Ambrose. "differences of graces" ("diuisiones gratìarum"), he writes: "A man put in a rank of ecclesiastical office has a grace, of whatever sort it is, that is not his own but belongs to his rank through the efficacy of the Holy Spirit," and a few lines later: "The divisions of graces are not given to offices in the Church by human merit." 30 Unlike the Greek commentators, therefore, the Ambrosiaster assumes that the graces in Paul's list are given by God to contemporaries, and specifically to those who hold office in the Church. For the Ambrosiaster, the "discerner of spirits" is the cleric, and he is so ex officio; the gift of discernment of spirits is, in scholastic terms, gratia gratis data.
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Later Latin commentators, at least through the ninth century, repeat variations of these three authors.
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The School of Antioch, therefore, interpreted discernment of spirits as a gift needed and given in Corinth in the first century; its purpose was to enable someone to distinguish the kind of spirit that spoke through a person or to distinguish between spiritual and unspiritual persons. The gift was not the possession of any particular class of Christians, nor of all Christians; nor is any attempt made to say whether it exists in the Church at the time the commentator is writing. The dominant Latin tradition, rooted in the Ambrosiaster, interprets discernment of spirits as a grace of office given to clerics. The anonymous commentator and Pelagius speak of "understanding"; the Ambrosiaster speaks rather of "understanding and judging." Further, the Ambrosiaster's cleric judges "what is said," and the criterion has an ascetical overtone, since the undesirable spirit is "worldly."
33 None of the ancient commentators suggests that discernment of spirits is a function to be exercised by all Christians. particular with the teaching on the Two Ways found in the Shepherd of Hermas, the Didache, and the Epistle of Barnabas. But none of these documents uses the term "discernment of spirits" or refers to the subjective side of the Two Ways, that is, the process of choosing between the two. The first Christian writer to discuss this process explicitly is Origen (ca. 185-254). In a frequently cited opinion, M. Viller stated that the whole biblical teaching on discernment of spirits could be assembled from a few chapters of Origen's work On First Principles (Peri archön, De principiis). 34 In this work, written shortly before 230, 35 Origen produced what has been called, rightly or wrongly, the first systematic theology.
36
The greater part of the third book deals with the freedom of the will and the question of evil, as Origen tries to defend human freedom against the Gnostics' denial of it. In the third chapter of that book, Origen treats the triple wisdom of 1 Cor 2:6-7, contrasting the wisdom "of this world" and the wisdom "of the rulers of this world" with "God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God foreordained before the worlds unto our glory." 37 Origen concedes the existence of good and evil spirits among "the rulers of this world," and their ability to influence men. He continues:
From this we learn to discern clearly when the soul is moved by the presence of a spirit of the better kind, namely, when it suffers no mental disturbance or aberration whatsoever as a result of the immediate inspiration and does not lose the free judgment of the will. Such, for example, were the prophets and apostles, who attended upon the divine oracles without any mental disturbance.
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Origen here introduces the doctrine of discernment of spirits. The good spirit is recognized by the fact that the soul's tranquility is undisturbed and its freedom is respected.
About a decade later, while preaching at Caesarea on the Hexateuch, Origen returned to the topic of discernment. I conclude from this that it is no small grace to recognize a mouth which the devil opens. It is not possible to discern a mouth and words of this sort without the grace of the Holy Spirit. Thus, in the divisions of spiritual graces, there is also added this: that to certain men is given discernment of spirits ["discretio spirituum"]. The grace, therefore, by which a spirit is discerned is spiritual, as the apostle says in another place: "test the spirits to see if they are from God" [1 Jn 4:!].
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Origen here affirms strongly and clearly that discernment of spirits is a gift of the Holy Spirit and that a man cannot distinguish between spirits without this grace. He expresses the same idea in the twenty-seventh homily on Numbers, a breath-taking tour de force interpreting Num 33: 1-49, which enumerates the Hebrews' forty-two stopping places in the desert. Since, Origen reasons, Christ's descent involved forty-two generations (Mt 2:17), man's return to God must also involve that number of steps. There were forty-two stopping places in the journey to the Promised Land; and the names of these stopping places contain, mysteriously hidden, a revelation of the way back to God. 41 The eighth stopping place is the wilderness of Sin (Num 33:11), which Origen takes as meaning both "bramble bush" and "temptation. Their catching of the bad thoughts consists in their suggesting to the mind that these thoughts come not from God but from the Evil One, and in imparting to the soul the power to discern the spirits ["discretio spirituum"], so that she may understand which thought is according to God and which thought is from the devil.
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In summary: Origen has a distinctive place in his theological system for a doctrine of the discernment of spirits. Free choice was an essential part of that system. For Origen, both good and evil spirits try to influence man. Man is not naturally capable of distinguishing with certainty between these kinds of spirits; to do so requires a spiritual grace or gift, discernment of spirits. The possession of this gift is a sign of progress in the return to God. Finally, Origen also suggests a criterion for discernment, namely, the fact that a good spirit leaves the mind calm and the will free.
ATHANASIUS' LIFE OF ANTONY
The importance of Athanasius' Vita Antonii for the history of spirituality can hardly be overestimated. Athanasius probably wrote the work in 357, the year after Antony's death; if so, he wrote it during his third exile (356-361), when he was in hiding among the Egyptian monks. The introduction and conclusion imply that it was written for a group of monks in a place where monasticism was only recently established, monks who had asked Athanasius for this work; they were probably Westerners. In any case, two Latin translations were soon made, and the translations became the basis of the Latin vocabulary of spirituality. 44 the Confessions, recounts an example of the effect which the Vita Antonii had: two young men who read it were immediately converted to the monastic life.
45
The Life of Antony treats discernment of spirits more thoroughly than any other patristic writing, and the enormous influence which the Life had makes it all the more significant.
Almost one third of the Vita consists of an exhortation delivered by Antony to an assembled crowd of monks (ch. 16-43), and the discernment of spirits is its principal subject. This is indicated by Athanasius' comment at the end of the exhortation: "All were persuaded to despise the snares of the devil, and everyone marveled at the grace which the Lord had given to Antony for the discernment of spirits."
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The place of this exhortation in Antony's life, as Athanasius portrays it, is important. According to the Vita, Antony was converted to the ascetical life at the age of eighteen or twenty (ch. 2). For fifteen years he lived in solitude near his village (ch. 3); then, at the age of thirty-five, he went to a cemetery and spent some time there shut up in a tomb. From there he went further out into the desert, to "the mountain" (ch. 11), where he lived in a deserted fort (ch. 12) for twenty years (ch. 14). During that time many came to the mountain, but Antony seldom showed himself. Finally his acquaintances broke down the door to his cell, and Antony emerged. The passage (ch. 14) is striking; Athanasius writes: "He came forth as from some shrine, like one who had been initiated in the sacred mysteries, and filled with the spirit of God." The thirty-five years of strenuous asceticism have had their effect, and Antony is now transformed and ready to guide others. It is at this point that Athanasius places his great exhortation.
Athanasius, in ch. 22, puts these key words into Antony's discourse:
A man has need of much prayer and self-discipline that he may receive from the Spirit the gift of discerning spirits and be able to know their characteristicswhich of them are less evil, which more; what is the nature of the special pursuit of each of them, and how each of them is overcome and cast out.
In the following chapters Antony proposes a series of principles for recognizing the work of demons. If a monk is making progress, they will tempt him first with evil thoughts and with vain fear (ch. 23). If this does not succeed, they awaken the monk for prayers, urge him to great asceticism, and-in a memorable image-"they even pretend to play the harp and to sing, and they recite passages from the Scriptures" (ch. 25). The point of this is to drive the monk to excess, so that he will despair of 516 THEOLOGICAL STUDIES asceticism and desert the solitary life. The demons' ability to predict the future apparently impressed many and was particularly dangerous. Antony takes care to explain that it is due only to their ability to travel quickly: for example, if they predict a flooding of the Nile, it is because they have observed heavy rains in Ethiopia and then rush back to Egypt (ch. 32).
One passage on distinguishing good from evil spirits is particularly worth noting: Athanasius has Antony say that a vision of the holy ones is not agitated but occurs quietly and gently, so that the soul is filled with joy, gladness, and confidence (ch. 35). The assault of the evil one is noisy and is followed immediately by "apprehension of soul, confusion and disorder of thought, dejection, hatred toward ascetics, spiritual sloth, affliction, the memory of one's family, and fear of death" (ch. 36). No one familiar with St. Ignatius' rules for the discernment of spirits can read ch. 35-37 of the Vita Antonii and not notice the frequent parallels.
Antony's instructions, as Athanasius presents his life, are based on his own experience. In Athanasius' narrative, Antony was tempted in many different ways during his thirty-five years in the desert. When he was living outside the village (that is, in the first stage of his ascetical life), the devil first tried to drive him away from his dedication with thoughts of possessions, money, power, family, and food (ch. 5); when this failed, he appeared as a black boy and tried to win Antony's confidence (ch. 6).
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When he is living in the tombs, Antony is first beaten almost to death by demons and then threatened with visions of lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents, asps, scorpions, and wolves (ch. 8-9)-a scene that was later much favored by religious painters. 48 On his way to the mountain Antony is tempted with visions of silver and gold lying in the sand (ch. 11-12). Antony's favorite weapon is the sign of the cross 49 or a verse from the Psalms (ch. 13). At the end of his discourse Antony explicitly narrates a series of episodes from his encounters with demons (ch. 39-41).
The understanding of discernment of spirits in the Vita Antonii presupposes a vivid belief in demons, one shared by all the ancients, pagan, Jewish, and Christian. Peter Brown, writing about another North African, puts it well: "Moreover, Augustine grew up in an age where men thought that they shared the physical world with malevolent demons. They felt this quite as intensely as we feel the presence of myriads of dangerous bacteria."
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There is a notable difference between Origen's understanding of discernment of spirits and that in the Vita Antonii. For Origen, discernment was a gift which enabled its recipient to distinguish between good and evil spirits. For Athanasius in the Vita, although he mentions good spirits once or twice, discernment is essentially concerned with the various kinds of evil spirits, their distinguishing characteristics, and the proper remedy against each.
In summary: Athanasius, in the Vita Antonii, always refers to discernment of spirits as a grace or gift. It is only after thirty-five years of asceticism and personal struggle that Antony, transformed and restored, 51 gives his discourse on discernment. Antony's discourse is an extended treatment of discernment of spirits, and the phrase occurs at three key places: when Antony begins to speak of demons (ch. 22), at the conclusion of the general principles he provides (ch. 38), and in the sentences with which Athanasius describes the crowd's reaction to Antony's discourse (ch. 44). The Vita Antonii is more a treatise on the monastic ideal than a biography of Antony the Hermit; and Athanasius makes the gift of discernment of spirits a crucial part of Antony's role as founder and leader of eremitism. 
THEOLOGICAL STUDIES GREEK MONASTIC LITERATURE AFTER ATHANASIUS
Somewhat surprisingly, the use of the term "discernment of spirits" declines quickly in Greek monastic literature after the Vita Antonii.
The older sense is still found in the anonymous first Greek life of Pachomius (died 346), traditionally the founder of cenobitism. 53 There a demon appears to Pachomius and pretends to be Christ; the vita continues: "and, since the saint possessed the discernment of the spirit (diakrisis tou pnewnatos) so as to distinguish evil spirits from holy ones, as it is written," he reflects to himself that in a vision of holy spirits one's consciousness is absorbed entirely by the holiness of the vision, whereas he, as he sees the vision, is thinking and reasoning. He concludes that he is being deceived by a demon. 54 Here the gift is still that of distinguishing evil spirits from good, as it was for Origen. The norm-whether one is totally absorbed by the vision or has doubts-is new.
A change is evident in the Historia monachorum in Aegypto, written by an unknown author ca. 400. Its literary form is the account of a journey: a little group sets out from Jerusalem and visits the monastic settlements in Egypt. The short chapters describe the two dozen or so ascetics whom they meet. 56 In the chapter on Pityrion, the third successor of Antony, the author praises Pityrion's gifts and writes:
he discoursed especially about the discernment of spirits {peri tes pneumatön diakriseös), saying that there are certain demons which accompany our passions {pathë) and often turn our characters to evil. "Children," he said to us, "whoever wishes to drive out the demons, must first conquer his passions. For whichever passion he masters, he also drives out its demon." Several things are worth noting. Like Athanasius' Antony, Pityrion takes "spirits" as referring to evil spirits. But these are no longer the demons of the desert, but rather the passions-or at least it is the passion that is experienced, and Pityrion teaches that a demon stands behind it. As an example, he adds: "Once you have conquered gluttony, you also drive out its demon." Discernment is no longer called a gift or a grace; in fact, it has begun to lose its importance. The important thing is no longer discernment of spirits or of demons, but of passions. This shift is symptomatic of a change in the understanding of discernment of spirits, and this relatively early text is an important piece of evidence for the beginning of that change. One further example will show the result of the change. Palladius, bishop of Helenopolis (died before 431), in his Lausiac History (written ca. 420) says of the ascetic Evagrius that after fifteen years of asceticism "he was deemed worthy of the gift of knowledge and wisdom and the discernment of spirits [diakrisis pneumatön]" 01 Here discernment of spirits is simply one in a series of charismata which Evagrius was given.
THE TRANSITION
After the early fifth century, the term "discernment of spirits" is increasingly rare in Greek patristic literature, whereas the terms diakrisis (alone) and diakrisis logismön, "discernment of evil thoughts," become more frequent. In a well-researched article that is frequently cited,
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Ildefons Widnmann studied the history of the term diakrisis and concluded that the use of diakrisis alone to designate the gift of discernment arose near the end of the fourth century. 59 When he asks about the source of this usage, he states that "it seems improbable that the concept of diakrisis grew from that of diakrisis pneumatön, at least not in the sense in which pneumata = personal spirits." 60 But his conclusion is questionable. The phrase diakrisis pneumatön fell out of common usage at the time when diakrisis alone became frequent. But the passage quoted above from the Historia monachorum in Aegypto shows the tendency to equate "spirits" with "passions." And in the Lausiac History, discern- ment of spirits appears as one gift alongside wisdom and knowledge. It seems more probable than Widnmann wanted to admit that once the "spirits" of "discernment of spirits" were depersonalized and made symbols of the capital sins (logismoi)-as was the case-the phrase was clipped and "discernment" was free to become the name of a virtue, or even of a knack.
THE APOPHTHEGMATA PATRUM
There is no better example of this kind of usage in monastic literature than the Apophthegmata patrum. In the latter half of the fifth century an unknown editor gathered and published in Greek a well-known collection of the apophthegms or sayings of the desert fathers, often called the alphabetical collection. This consists of about a thousand short narratives, each under the name of an Egyptian ascetic, and usually with a direct quotation or a bit of dialogue, teaching some truth about the ascetical life. The apophthegmata are filled with vivid detail, local color, lively repartee, humor, and practical wisdom.
61 Derwas Chitty has astutely called the apophthegmata "a corpus of 'case-law' of the desert."
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Others have already noticed with surprise that the term diakrisis pneumatdn is entirely absent from the Apophthegmata.™ But the term diakrisis and its cognates are found in a number of the sayings. One of the most significant is Antony 8, which reads in full: "He also said, 'Some have afflicted their bodies by asceticism, but they lack discernment, and so they are far from God.' ' ,66 Another group is characterized by a narrative in which an abba does something unexpected and the younger monks are scandalized; but he then explains why he acted as he did, and the apophthegm ends by stating that they were amazed at his discernment. In Agathon 5, for example, Agathon allows some younger monks, who are trying to make him lose his temper, to call him a fornicator, a proud man, and one who talks nonsense, but objects when they call him a heretic. When he explains that insults are good for the soul but heresy is separation from God, they are astonished at his discernment. In John the Dwarf 7, the subject (portrayed as a young layman) allows a venerable old priest to serve him something to drink. He is the only one in the group to allow the priest to serve him; when asked why he allows it, he answers "so that he [the priest] also might gain his reward and not be grieved." The others are edified by his discernment. In a different vein, in Poemen 170, only the esteemed abba Poemen abstains from meat at a meal given by a Christian friend. He was expected to eat it out of charity and humility, but refused it lest others use his action to excuse their own laxity; again the result is wonder at his discernment. In the Apophthegmata patrum, then, discernment is, in some sayings, one of the monk's virtues or tools; in others it is the one virtue or ability which enables the others to flourish. But further, discernment is also a kind of superior insight, an ability to see beyond single rules and practices and comprehend the total effect of an action; this is clear especially from the last three sayings mentioned. Discernment is the ability to comprehend the spirit of the rule rather than the letter, and functions in the Apophthegmata as epikeia does in later moral theology. 
EVAGRIUS PONTICUS AND DIADOCHUS OF PHOTICE
The most significant theoretician of monasticism in the East is Evagrius Ponticus (346-399), who had been a successful preacher in Constantinople but in 382 went to the Egyptian desert for the sake of his salvation and lived there until his death. He was posthumously condemned for Origenism at the fifth ecumenical council (Constantinople II in 553) and his works were dispersed. They have only recently been recovered, either in translations or from false attribution. 68 One of Evagrius' most important treatises is the Praktikos in one hundred short chapters. It is significant here because, although it never uses the term "discernment" (diakrisis), it refers to demons in sixty-seven of the hundred chapters.
69 Yet Evagrius' demons are not the imaginative, if somewhat obtuse, personalities whom Antony bests, but colorless personifications of the eight capital sins (gluttony, impurity, avarice, sadness, anger, acedia, vainglory, and pride).
70 Evagrius offers much wise advice for combatting these vices but does not mention a charism of discernment of spirits.
It physical sense of taste: just as healthy persons can tell good food from bad without erring {aplanes), so too the mind, when it is strong and free from anxiety, can richly sense the divine consolation and never be deceived by the opposite kind (ch. 30). Equally surprising is the important role which Diadochus assigna to experience (peira).
75 He speaks of the mind's advancing in the experience of discernment (ch. 31); and in ch. 30 it is precisely the experience of sense perception that is infallible. In another bold statement he says that the mind, after defeating the enemy, has a second weapon besides grace, namely, confidence in its experience (ch. 32).
All of this, however, presupposes that the person is in the right state, which Diadochus describes as calm, health, and peace (ch. 26-28). He repeatedly distinguishes his topics into two categories, so that as his work progresses his teaching on discernment is increasingly refined. There are two kinds of souls: those always mindful of God are sensitive to even the smallest evil, while those blinded by love of the world disregard even the most heinous sins (ch. 27). There are two kinds of consolation: when the mind begins to experience the consolation of the Holy Spirit, Satan also consoles it with the illusion of sweetness (ch. 31). The two kinds of consolation can be distinguished, however: the first moves the soul to love, the second agitates it with the winds of illusion (ch. 32). Even an experience of love is distinguished: if the mind conceives of nothing but the object toward which it is moved, the cause is the Holy Spirit; but if the experience is accompanied by doubts or inappropriate thoughts, the consolation comes from the deceiver (ch. 33).
It would be possible to cite many further examples, but the point is made. Diadochus presents a sharp-witted and perceptive analysis of mental experience. Among writers who mention discernment, he is the most specific about the organ or faculty of discernment, namely, the spiritual sense. of the tradition has been thoroughly researched by Fr. Dingjan, 76 whose thesis is that Aquinas' teaching on the place of prudence among the four cardinal virtues is a development of the patristic and early medieval doctrine on discretio rather than a simple borrowing from Aristotle without Christian precedent. 77 With this work available, it will be sufficient here to point out the beginnings of the Latin doctrine of discretio.
As in the later East, the teaching on discernment in the West is found in the literature of monasticism. The Western monastic movement was itself derived from the Eastern and looked to the East for its inspiration and ideals, even though the Western movement had its own distinctive characteristics, being to a significant degree aristocratic, urban, and clerical. 78 The first theoretician of monasticism to write in Latin-and a figure of lasting importance-was John Cassian (ca. 360-430/35), who, like Diadochus, was a disciple of Evagrius Ponticus. Cassian was Oriental by birth and lived in monasteries in Bethlehem and Egypt before going to Gaul ca. 415, where he founded a monastery for men and one for women. There he wrote the Institutes in twelve books and the Conferences in twenty-four for these religious. In these writings the constant ideal is Egyptian eremitism, and the Conferences are written in the form of extended discourses by Egyptian abbas. 79 The whole of the second conference, which is put into the mouth of Abbot Moses, is on the virtue of discernment (discretio). At the beginning of the conference Cassian cites 1 Cor 12:10 ("discretio spirituum")-the only time he does so-and calls this gift "the greatest reward of divine grace." But the "spirits," for Cassian, are not demons but rather spirits that rise up in the monk himself ("ascendentium in sese spirituum").
Moreover, when he goes on to speak of acquiring ("conquiescere") discernment, he writes that this is done by humility and that the test of humility consists in submitting all one's actions and even thoughts to the judgment of the elders and acquiescing in their decisions on all matters. 81 Cassian calls discernment the forts and radix of all virtues 82 and shows by a number of cautionary tales that a terrible end awaits an ascetic who lacks it. 83 But this discernment is a form of moderation, and it is an acquired virtue. Cassian is aware that Paul mentions "spirits," but he is unsure of what to do with them.
The other work which, formally at least, is a little treatise on discernment is in one of the Latin translations of the apophthegmata. Several translations of various selections were made; one of them was done by the deacon (later pope, from 556 to 561) Pelagius in the middle of the sixth century. The sayings are arranged topically, and one group is entitled "De discretione." 84 Of these sayings, however, only eight use the words discretio, discernere, or discretor. 86 The understanding of discernment is here, if anything, looser than it was for Cassian, and the selection of apophthegmata for this heading is less than careful.
86 Nevertheless, it is significant for the Western tradition that discretio became a chapter heading in Pelagius' translation and that it contains more sayings than any other chapter.
One final document for which the word discretio is particularly significant is the Rule of St. Benedict (ca. 480-547), and this for two reasons. The monastic rule "of St. Benedict" which begins "Obsculta, o fili" is anonymous, as most rules are. The earliest and almost only source of information about Benedict is the second book of Gregory the Great's Dialogues, composed in 593, 87 almost fifty years after Benedict's death. In the Dialogues Gregory treats Benedict's life and miracles extensively but inserts only a short notice on his writing a rule; and Gregory chose to praise the Rule particularly for its discretion: 94 Benedict's discretio is a sense of moderation, the latest development of "discernment of spirits.
,, Discretion, for Benedict, is no longer precisely a virtue, but rather a control on other virtues, the fine intuition into his subjects' strengths and weaknesses that allows the abbot to guide them and foster their growth without straining them or letting them become lax. Even so, the trail leading back from Benedict to the deserts of Egypt has not been obscured.
CONCLUSIONS
While it would be rash to claim any kind of completeness, all identified instances of the use of the term "discernment of spirits" by the Greek and Latin Fathers have been noted in the course of this article. Many occur in the course of citing one or more verses from 1 Corinthians 12, 95 and the context makes no specific reference to discernment. Because Paul names the Spirit, the Lord, and God in that order in 1 Cor 12:4-6, these verses are often cited in patristic writings on the Trinity.
"Discernment of spirits" is discussed explicitly in two categories of works, exegetical and ascetical. The one exception to this-and an important one-is the passage in Origen's De principiis.
In considering any passage on discernment of spirits, it is useful to ask three questions: Who has this gift, or should have it? What is meant by "spirits"? What criteria, if any, are proposed for the discerning or distinguishing.
On the first question: for the Antiochene exegetes, some Christians in Corinth in Paul's time had discernment of spirits. For the Latin exegetes who follow the Ambrosiaster, it is the clergy who have it, and that ex officio. Origen leaves the question open. For Athanasius, there is a clear answer: Antony received the gift after thirty-five years of intense asceticism and of personal struggle with various kinds of demons; discernment, therefore, is a gift which an advanced ascetic may receive. After Antony, discernment of spirits is seen as more and more necessary for the monk. Gradually it ceases to be viewed as an exceptional gift or charism and is treated as a virtue, even a necessary virtue. As this change is taking place, the phrase is shortened from "discernment of spirits" to "discernment."
93 Conlationes 2, 4, 4 (CSEL 13, 44 Petschenig). Benedict, without naming Cassian, recommends his writings enthusiastically {Regula 73, 5; cf. 42, 3, 5). 94 The whole of conlatio 2 has been called a commentary on Apophthegmata patrum Antony 8, cited above, where Antony says that asceticism without discernment leaves one far from God.
95 See nn. 18-21 above.
